Moran begins this short, introductory book by asking how alchemy, a seemingly disordered and irrational pseudo-science, fits into a discussion of the scientific revolution. His answer, like that also offered elsewhere by William Newman and Lawrence Principe, is that alchemy is---or rather *was---*chemistry. Moran points out that sixteenth- and seventeenth-century alchemy, "although motivated by assumptions about nature not shared by many today, still occasioned an intense practical involvement with minerals, metals, and the making of medicines" (p. 2). Moran, however, is less interested in the precise nature of this practical involvement than in what its development and the changing contemporary discourse around it tell us about "the creation of new learning" during this crucial historical period.

Moran\'s account of this process begins with the tradition of what he calls "distillation alchemy", and it is this tradition that leads us in to what is so relevant and important about early modern "chemistry" for the history of medicine. In the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, John of Rupescissa, Raymond Lull and Roger Bacon all sought "a super-medicine, an elixir or *aqua vitae* that could purify physical bodies of their impurities, rid the human body of disease, and prolong life" (p. 11). All looked back to the works of the Arabic writer, Jabir ibn Hayyan. Through distillation, Geber (as his name was Latinized) believed it would be possible to separate the essential parts of nature into the purest substance of all. This ultimate substance became known as the quintessence or fifth essence, and, using (and sometimes discovering along the way) oils, alcohol, salts, minerals, metals, acids, alkalis and the dividing effects of fire, it was in the rarefied, secluded space of the laboratory that alchemists sought the inner essence of all nature.

This search, along with the processes and substances that might facilitate it, preoccupied the minds of many important Renaissance and early modern philosophers, from Paracelsus in the mid-sixteenth century to Boyle and Newton in the late seventeenth. As Moran points out, this pursuit was not isolated from other intellectual practices. Alchemy could and did join forces with mathematics, medicine and other experimental sciences, with the lofty career of Robert Boyle being an obvious case in point. Thus when Jean Beguin came to define alchemy---or as he also called it, chemistry---in 1669, it was to him "the art of dissolving natural mixed bodies, and of coagulating the same when dissolved, and of reducing them into salubrious, safe, and grateful medicaments" (p. 113). For his contemporary, Christofle Glaser, apothecaries "relied on chemistry to teach them how to make compositions, how to preserve the virtues of their ingredients, and how to separate the pure from the impure parts of mixtures" (p. 118). Put like this, it is clear to see how alchemy possessed a methodology and purpose aligned to what is considered the emergent modern scientific method of observation and experimentation.

Its emergence as modern pharmacy, however, was only part of the process by which alchemy gradually shed its skin and became something else. It also had to lose its (more infamous) association with transmutation---the process by which it was believed that with this same elixir, medicine or Philosophers\' Stone, base metals could be turned into silver and gold. The medieval Church\'s condemnation that "They promise that which they do not produce" haunted alchemists down the centuries: theirs was a suspicious, specious, and even perhaps heretical, claim to knowledge.

Thus Moran suggests that "if we are looking for a place where 'alchemy' was redefined and discarded in favour of 'chemistry'" we could do worse than look to the French royal apothecary Nicholas Lemery\'s *Course of chemistry* (1675) (p. 119). For Lemery was amongst those philosophers who, like Descartes, sought a clean break with previous interpretations of nature: "Lemery cast alchemists into the ranks of frauds and impostors who were (all of them) solely concerned with making gold. Redefining alchemy in this way allowed chemistry to shed any connection to dubious alchemical practices. Chemistry was laundered so as to have an untraceable history. By virtue of its shared methods and types of inquiry, it claimed to be a distinct and unprecedented form of knowledge possessing its own rational mode of discovery. The new perception of chemical experience excised perceived alchemical lies and deceits and turned what had been practical alchemical wisdom into new chemical facts" (p. 119).

Moran writes of sometimes complex philosophical ideas with an easy, approachable style. As well as offering an interesting account of alchemy and chemistry in early modern Europe, he presents a good exercise in scholarly historiography that will be of value to many students new to this subject.
